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R A B I A  B E K K AR Women in the City
in Algeria
Change and Resistance
The current social and identity crisis in Alge-
ria is unfolding against the background of
spectacular urban growth, which is occur-
ring at the expense of villages, the old city
and its hierarchies. The modification of erst-
while alliances and past forms of social in-
teraction, the constitution of new family
and generational ties are fuelling societal vi-
olence. Confronted with this situation, the
political establishment is promoting a social
homogeneity that is in contradiction with
the diversity and complexity of Algerian so-
c i e t y .
One result is that a segment of the popu-
lation is seeking refuge in the safety of tradi-
tional cultural models, which are reassuring
and admissible in the city; another is that
women Ð considered competitors on the
job market Ð have been attacked and stig-
matized, and are all the more easily relegat-
ed to the home insofar as this is in keeping
with tradition.
Space and gender
Gender marks out space with a specific set
of firmly established rules and rites of pas-
sage from one place to another. The main
territorial division accepted by Algerian so-
ciety attributes the house to women and
the public space to men. The former is the
place of procreation and everything that is
implicit (the sacred and the sexual). The lat-
ter is the realm of trade, business, manage-
ment, and power. This gender-based divi-
sion of space has become part of both the
symbolic order of things and the mentality
of men and women, thus providing the
structure for a territorial system.
When women leave the domestic space,
they must always face the ordeal of becom-
ing visible in the public space. Moving
through the streets, they must submit to a
code of conduct imposed by the group
dominating the urban space. They them-
selves Ð still raised according to models of
gender separation and the fundamental
rules of family honour Ð have largely inter-
nalized these territorial arrangements.
But a gender-based definition of space
cannot occur without transgression. When
crossing the borders between inside and
out, all the senses Ð vision, speech, smell,
touch and hearing Ð may come into play
and thus justify the concern of Muslim soci-
ety for continually creating material or sym-
bolic separations. The home, with its doors
and shutters, articles of clothing, and in par-
ticular the veil, are all so many screens es-
tablished to preserve (or transgress) this
strict separation of the sexes. Paradoxically,
the h i j a b Ð like the hak (veil), which was
widely worn during the colonial period Ð
provides women with new possibilities for
gaining access to the public space. It be-
comes a means of identification for women
moving through the city, a sort of pass al-
lowing them to make use of male territory.
Integrated into the complex relationship
between the garment and the place where
it is worn, the h i j a b expresses an identity.
First, it offers confirmation of the fact that
the m o u t a h a j i b  t e s Ð women who wear the
hijab Ð accept the bodyÕs invisibility in the
public space. Yet this new way of concealing
the body also highlights the difference be-
tween these women, those who wear the
h a  k and those who wear neither one nor
the other. The hijab thus appears to be
marking a break with tradition. That is one
of its most important meanings. It quite
probably represents the emergence of a
new female identity. More than a means of
movement from the inside to the outside,
qualifying the women as Ôbeing from the in-
s i d e Õ ,2 as the h a  k was in the colonial vil-
lages, the h i j a b is becoming the sign of a
new urbanism, a new way of being a woman
in the city.
Within the basic division attributing the
house to women and the public space to
men, we see the introduction of a new hier-
archy based essentially on age, marital sta-
tus and job status. It is confounding the tra-
ditional limits in cases where women as-
sume a habitually male role, for example,
that of principle breadwinner.
Changing from the inside
Women have periodically swept onto the
public stage in the course of AlgeriaÕs recent
history. In such circumstances, the presence
of women in the city is recodified by events
(the War of Liberation, demonstrations,
etc.). It is then associated with the social val-
ues that justify such an intrusion into the
public space. These exceptional situations
of conflict revolving around the occupation
of public space and the public debate in Al-
geria shake up the limits imposed on
women. They momentarily acquire the sta-
tus of protagonists, even as extremist vio-
lence reminds them they are not in their
p l a c e .
Added to the old customs are more recent
ones arising from the new demands of daily
life: school, work, travel, political expres-
sion, etc., all of which require going out into
the public space. The use of the city by
women is thus opening a more lasting
breach in the repartition and domination of
territory. WomenÕs access to education and
consequently to economic activity is bring-
ing about a change in their territory. But al-
though women have access to school and
paid work, the space still does not belong to
them: Crossing the street can be a torment
in the face of the many remarks or even at-
tacks to which they are subjected. Profes-
sional women certainly have a justified right
to the public space, but they can neither
linger nor stroll through the city. Offenders
are subject to social sanctions. These are
sometimes justified by religious and social
reasons, and sometimes by the differences
between the socialization and education of
the two sexes. Women can only evolve with-
in their own group, as their presence out-
side the home disturbs the social order.
They therefore have a strong incentive not
to linger in public places. For them, the city
is solely a place of transit.
On the basis of these restrictions, the Is-
lamist agenda has turned separate develop-
m e n t into a system governing daily life and
social relations.3 The radical break with a
popular, tolerant Islam rooted in society has
led Islamists in Algeria, like the Taliban in
Afghanistan, to declare war on women who
are visible in the public space. Similar spatial
separations have appeared and are defend-
ed by Islamist associations in certain Moroc-
can cities (segregated beaches, for exam-
ple). One of the consequences of this segre-
gation is the emergence of an image of the
city as a place of perversion.
Thus, the expression of womenÕs develop-
ment as individuals, the source of their fulfil-
ment, is encountering major resistance in
Algerian society where the lauded homo-
geneity of behaviour takes precedence over
personal impulses. Faced with this difficulty,
the strategies of women in daily life are
often implicit, in view of the weight and in-
ertia of society. The practice of making
roundabout uses of traditional or modern
institutions (the veil, h i j a b, h a m m a m, beau-
ty salon, work, etc.) requires various levels of
mediation and multiple schemes, given that
justifying oneÕs actions assumes particular
i m p o r t a n c e .
The radicalization of conflicts in Algeria
over the past decade has crystallized over
such issues as the mixed-gender use of pub-
lic spaces. Yet as in Iran, womenÕs claim to
the public sphere is a trend that will endure.
The modernization of society has had the ef-
fect of expanding opportunities for ex-
changes with the outside, with increasingly
frequent access to urban space. Of course,
that process is not always accompanied by
significant advances. It can remain mimetic,
superficial, and even contribute to limiting
womenÕs movements, as has been true in
some cases with cars, bathrooms, television
and now the internet, technological devel-
opments that can actually discourage
women from going out. Men will fight
against the intrusion of women into their
space (the workplace, marketplace, leisure
space) as long as there is not enough work
for everybody and they consider that the
authority is vested solely in them.
Nevertheless, societyÕs ability to recom-
pose, renegotiate and even invent new rela-
tionships should not be dismissed. Contem-
porary Algerian history has shown that
women remain at the heart of change.
Today the conflict is exacerbated because of
the economic crisis, demographic burdens,
power plays, opposition from crime net-
works, the deterioration of living conditions
and the inability of governments to meet
citizensÕ basic needs.
Algerian society will not escape the
process of renegotiating the identities of
men and women who have broken with pa-
triarchy, Muslim communitarianism and the
hegemony instituted by colonialism and
prolonged by the State. The reclusion of
women, defended by some as the symbol of
a past frozen by the closed nature of the Is-
lamic debate that is holding the Muslim
world prisoner, and bolstered by an Orien-
t a l i s t4 vision, will not be able to withstand
this development, which is changing soci-
ety from the inside. u
Two generations
in the same space:
Separate É
Éand mixed.
In the cities of the Arab world, the relationship be-
tween public and private is governed by a world of
glances. It varies by situation Ð individual or collec-
tive, ritual or random, sacred or profane Ð and ac-
cording to specific locations and events. The negoti-
ation of boundaries is subject to those contingen-
cies. Indeed, there is not a strict, systematic separa-
tion between the private sphere, a place where
women can express themselves, and the public
sphere, dominated by the words of men. Urban stud-
ies have shown that the relationship between home
and outside is surprisingly complex and flexible.
Nevertheless, the declension of space into thresh-
olds and gradations1 in Arab cities is characterized
by a social identification of men and women with
spaces that are specific to them.
